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Overview 

Large inland lakes such as Lake Leelanau are priceless natural resources. They add enormously to the quality 
of life of those privileged to live near them and to visitors who come from throughout the country to enjoy 
them. Like other natural resources, they must be actively protected or, as some communities have learned, 
they can be lost to pollution, invasive plants or careless development. 

Lakes are most valuable to communities when they are clean and healthy. Clean lakes offer better 
recreation opportunities—and thus more tourist revenue—as well as higher tax revenue. One study 
estimated that inland lake properties in Michigan generate $3.4 billion in annual tax income to local 
governments.1 Other studies have shown that lake property values and tax revenue decline as water clarity 
decreases.2 Thus there is strong incentive for local communities to pursue policies that keep lakes clean.  

Lake Leelanau encompasses more than 8,000 acres of water and is approximately 15 miles long from tip to 
tip. Although located entirely within Leelanau County, the lake’s shoreline borders six townships: Bingham, 
Centerville, Elmwood, Leland, Solon and Suttons Bay. 
 
The power to protect inland lakes is shared among all levels of government. All people have a stake in the 
outcome: clean water for drinking, swimming, fishing, boating and other recreational activities as well as 
the protection of natural resources for future generations. State and federal agencies have regulations to 
protect lakes; however, there are gaps in inland lake protection because not all aspects or features of inland 
lakes are regulated under state or federal laws. Local governments can fill these gaps in lake protection 
because they have the ability to develop future land use plans and to make land use decisions.3 

Proactive efforts by local governments to preserve the quality of life in their communities are part of the 
rich history of home rule in Michigan. Beginning in 1921 with the City and Village Zoning Act, local 
governments in Michigan have had the authority to implement local regulations that foster the health and 
well-being of their communities. This includes conserving natural resources. They can also provide 
protection for lakes beyond statewide minimum standards and have local knowledge and on-the-ground 
resources.  

Historically, the primary responsibility of keeping Lake Leelanau clean and healthy has been assumed by 
two active nonprofit organizations: the Lake Leelanau Lake Association, which has focused primarily on 
maintaining and improving water quality in the lake, and the Leelanau Conservancy, which has focused on 

 
1 Kevern 2008. 
 

2 Maine DEP 
3 The above information was taken directly from the 2008 Annual Summary Report of Michigan’s Cooperative Lakes Monitoring 
Program, published by the Michigan Department of Environmental Quality (Report No. MI/DEQ/WB-09/005). Source: Hamlin Lake 
Improvement Board. 
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preserving the land in the watershed surrounding not only Lake Leelanau but also the other major lakes in 
Leelanau County.  

While these nonprofits have a significant record of accomplishment, they are not adequately equipped to 

deal with the long-term challenges facing Lake Leelanau, which is Leelanau County’s largest lake and one 
of the most pristine bodies of water in North America. Lake Leelanau and the Lake Michigan shoreline are 
two of the main drivers of the County’s economy and a significant source of property tax revenue. 

Challenges Facing Lake Leelanau 

The long-term challenges facing Lake Leelanau include: 

• The removal and control of invasive aquatic species: Aquatic invasive plants and animals such 
as zebra mussels, Eurasian watermilfoil (EWM) and phragmites pose a significant threat to 
Michigan’s inland lakes. Once introduced into a water body, they affect water quality and 
impact recreation. In mid-2019, the Lake Leelanau Lake Association’s Lake Biologist, Brian 
Price, discovered that Eurasian watermilfoil, the most invasive aquatic plant in Michigan and 
throughout North America, was present in South Lake Leelanau. Subsequently with the help 
of an outside engineering consulting firm, Restorative Lake Sciences, the Association learned 
that the total size of the infestation, which involves multiple sites, is estimated at 
approximately 7-10 acres. Because EWM can spread rapidly and have devastating effects on a 
lake’s recreational uses and on property values, the Lake Leelanau Lake Association leapt into 
action, engaging scientists and consultants to devise and implement a remediation plan. LLLA 
also approached and entered into a Partnership with the Grand Traverse Band of Ottawa and 
Chippewa Indians to address this threat. In 2020, LLLA spent approximately $100,000 to 
remove approximately 4 acres of this invasive weed. All of these funds came from private 
sources. In addition, the Grand Traverse Band applied for and received a three-year grant of 
$141,000 from the federal government to remediate invasive aquatic weeds in Lake Leelanau. 
In total, then, approximately $150,000 was spent in one year to address a threat which most 
likely will be an ongoing threat and cost to the lake for many years. This cost does not reflect 
the contribution of hundreds of hours of volunteers who assisted in these remediation efforts, 
nor the other expenses incurred by the Lake Association, such as for water testing and 
Swimmer’s Itch research in Lake Leelanau. 
 

• The prevention of additional infestations of invasive aquatic species: Much of the ongoing 
spread of aquatic invasive species to inland waters throughout North America can be attributed 
to the overland movement of small boats between watersheds.4 The only effective way to 
reduce aquatic weed infestations in Lake Leelanau is to build and maintain boat washing 
stations at most if not all boat launching sites, and to consistently monitor for and immediately 
eradicate any invasive species that “slip through the cracks.” There are currently no boat 
washing stations on Lake Leelanau. Constructing, staffing and maintaining boat washing stations 
on Lake Leelanau will cost hundreds of thousands of dollars. 

 

• Preserving and increasing natural shorelines: A stable lake shoreline consisting of native plants 
prevents erosion and provides clearer water, quality habitat, and thus more wildlife in the lake 
itself, all of which provide communities with the fishing, boating, swimming, and other 

 
4 Journal of the American Fisheries Society, March 2010  
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recreational opportunities they value most about the lake. Ninety percent of all lake life is born, 
raised and fed in the area where land and water meet. The shallow water and the first 10 to 15 
meters of shoreland forms a ribbon of life around lakes and rivers that is essential to the survival 
of many species. This rich complex habitat supports plants, micro-organisms, insects, amphibians, 
birds, mammals and fish.5 Additional funds are needed to educate lakefront property owners as 
to how shoreline preservation and restoration improves water quality. 

 

• Preserving functioning wetlands: Lake Leelanau is nearly unique among nearby lakes in that it is 
buffered by thousands of acres of prime wetland habitat. Historically wetlands were filled and 
drained, first for agriculture, then for lakeshore development. While this activity was significantly 
slowed by the passage of wetlands protection legislation, relentless pressure for continued 
lakeshore development continues. Functioning wetlands filter excess sediment and nutrients 
from reaching the lake, and provide a critical line of defense in protecting water quality long term. 

 
The Solution 
 
It is unrealistic to expect small nonprofit organizations, which rely principally on contributions from a few 
individuals and foundations, to tackle large challenges affecting the economy and livelihoods of many 
citizens of Leelanau County. It is also inequitable to expect that a small group of volunteers and individuals 
will continue to bear the responsibility and costs of maintaining and preserving one of the County’s largest 
economic assets. While some residents voluntarily contribute financially to help address a problem, many 
more do not. 
 
The solution is to create a Lake Leelanau Preservation Board. Such boards may be established under the 
provisions of Michigan's Natural Resources and Environmental Protection Act. These boards enable lake 
communities to create special districts which enable residents to collectively pool their resources to achieve 
clearly defined objectives and to take steps to protect their lakes for the long term. Such improvements 
include projects designed to improve or develop recreational and conservation benefits; to eliminate 
pollution or water conditions that jeopardize the public health and safety; and to increase the value or use 
of lands and property arising from an improvement to an inland lake.  
 
Faced with challenges similar to those Lake Leelanau faces, many other communities in Michigan have 
established such boards. There are 46 such lake boards in Oakland County in southeast Michigan alone and 
five in Oceana County. 

Frequently Asked Questions 

What is Lake Board Law? 

Lake boards operate under provisions of Part 309, Inland Lake Improvements, of the Natural Resources and 
Environmental Protection Act, PA 451 of 1994, as amended (MCL 324.30901 — 324.30929). In organizing a 
project under Part 309, it is important that proper procedures be followed.  

How Is a Lake Board Established? 

 
5 Preserving and Restoring Natural Shorelines, Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources Extension 
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Lake boards can be established either by petition of 2/3 of the freeholders owning lands abutting the lake, or by 
a motion of a local unit of government bordering the lake. On private inland lakes, a lake board can only be 
established by petition of property owners owning lands abutting the lake. 

The enabling resolution adopted by the local unit of government that establishes the lake board should clearly 
authorize the lake board to determine the scope of the project, and to establish a special assessment district to 
finance the project. If more than one governmental unit borders the lake, all should be asked to adopt the 
enabling resolution. 

Who Sits on a Lake Board? 

Lake boards consist of the following: 

• A member of the county board of commissioners appointed by the chairperson of the county board of 
each county affected by the project; 

• A representative of each local unit of government or, if there is only one local unit of government 
involved, two representatives must be appointed; 

• The County Drain Commissioner or his or her designee (or a representative of the county road 
commission in counties not having a drain commissioner); and 

• A waterfront property owner appointed by the lake board. 

On lakes that have a lake association that represents a majority of lakefront property owners, the association 
may submit up to three names to the lake board from which the board shall make its selection. The waterfront 
property representative on the lake board has a four-year term. Local units of government may appoint one of 
their own to sit on the board or someone (such as a lake resident) to represent them. As such, a lake board is a 
partnership between lake residents and local units of government. 

What Kinds of Projects Can Lake Boards Undertake? 

While many lake board projects involve aquatic plant control, lake boards can undertake a broad array of 
projects. Essentially, any lake project that provides a public benefit could be undertaken by a lake board. Section 
30901(a) of Part 309 defines benefit as follows: 

(a) “Benefit” or “benefits” means advantages resulting from a project to public corporations, the 
inhabitants of public corporations, the inhabitants of this state, and property within public 
corporations. Benefit includes benefits that result from elimination of pollution and elimination 
of flood damage, elimination of water conditions that jeopardize the public health or safety; 
increase of the value or use of lands and property arising from improving a lake or lakes as a 
result of the lake project and the improvement or development of a lake for conservation of fish 
and wildlife and the use, improvement, or development of a lake for fishing, wildlife, boating, 
swimming, or any other recreational, agricultural, or conservation uses. 

Are Public Hearings Required? 

Before a lake board can take steps to implement a lake improvement project, a formal public hearing must be 
conducted on the feasibility (also called practicability) of the project. It is only after public comment has been 
received that the lake board makes a decision on whether or not to proceed with the recommended 
improvement project. A second public hearing must be held on the proposed special assessment roll. Both 
hearings must be properly noticed. 
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What Properties Can Be Included in the Special Assessment District? 

When establishing a special assessment district for a lake project, care should be taken to ensure the district 
only includes those properties that directly benefit from the proposed improvement. Typically, this will include 
all lakefront properties and back lots with deeded or dedicated lake access. To avoid legal challenges, 
assessments should be levied in a fair, consistent, and equitable manner. All similarly situated properties should 
be assessed the same. For special assessments to be defendable, two requirements must be met: 

1. The improvement funded by the special assessment must confer a special benefit  
 upon the assessed properties beyond that provided to the community as a whole. 
2. The amount of the assessment must be proportionate to the benefits derived from  
 that improvement. 

What Lake Board Costs Can Be Covered By Special Assessment? 

In accordance with Part 309, almost any cost related to the project may be recouped through special assessment. 
These costs may include preliminary engineering, inspections, costs of publishing notices, legal expenses, 
attorney fees, permit fees, compensation to members of the lake board, and costs related to state, county, or 
local governmental professional staff services. 

In addition, a lake board may add between 10% and 15% of project costs to cover contingent expenses. Lake 
boards must adopt an annual budget before money is expended for improvements, services, or other purposes. 

If A Special Assessment District is Established, Do Lake Residents Lose Control? 

When establishing a special assessment district there is always a concern that lake residents will lose control. 
However, it is important to realize that in the absence of a special assessment district, it is often difficult to 
garner sufficient funds to tackle a project. While some residents may contribute financially to help address a 
problem, many won’t. A special assessment district allows residents to collectively pool their resources to 
achieve clearly defined objectives. The statutory hearing process ensures all interested property owners have 
an opportunity to provide comment on the scope and cost of the proposed improvements before any decisions 
are made. A special assessment district provides a means to build consensus and get the job done. 

What About the Township Special Assessment Act? 

The Township Special Assessment Act, PA 188 of 1954, was amended in 1994 to provide a mechanism to finance 
certain types of lake improvement projects, including aquatic plant control. With Act 188, projects are organized 
under an existing township board. With respect to process, Part 309 and Act 188 are similar. Both Part 309 and 
Act 188 provide for the establishment of a special assessment district to finance lake improvements. Both 
statutes also require a public hearing on the necessity (or practicability) of the project, and a public hearing on 
the special assessment roll. 

With respect to procedure, neither statute is superior over the other. However, there are some instances where 
one act may be preferred over the other. For example, a lake is located in several townships, Act 188 would 
require each township involved to undertake separate assessment proceedings which could be both time-
consuming and cumbersome. In addition, no single entity would be administering the project. In situations in 
which a lake is located in more than one township, a lake board established under Part 309 may be a better 
way to go. 
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Another issue that should be considered is that township boards often have a myriad of issues to address at 
township board meetings. Many of these issues will have little, if any, bearing on the lake in question. By 
contrast, lake boards have a single purpose and focus, and the only issue on the table at a lake board meeting is 
the lake in question. 

What is a Lake Board’s First Order of Business? 

At its first meeting, a lake board elects its lakefront property owner representative. The lake board is also 
required to appoint a chairperson, secretary, and treasurer. Part 309 requires that lake boards retain an engineer 
to prepare a feasibility study, an estimate of costs and probable assessments.  

The study is required to evaluate the feasibility of lake improvement alternatives and to determine the proposed 
scope and cost of the project. The study is important in that it provides the basis for decision-making and future 
expenditures. 

Can A Lake Board Be Dissolved? 

Yes, a lake board can be dissolved if certain conditions are met. of the lake board are paid in full. 


